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The Hacker Prepares 


I began running to define misery, having read in a cycling 
book how runners were locked into an inferior activity because 
they, unlike bicyclists, were not cooled by motion. But the 
sweating ones I biked near on the paths of Ridley Creek State 
Park in Media, Pennsylvania, while not ecstatic certainly, just 
didn't look wretched enoughmore halfbaked than baked. 

I concluded I probably belonged in such company. 

When the pupil is ready the teacher appears, or so I 
gleaned from New Age handouts at my health food store. At any 
rate, 

I declared myself ready one heavy July evening at Swarthmore 
College, the newly resurfaced track glowing like a red coral 
necklace as evening descended in purplegreen mists. "This track 
will be my teacher," I sighed. 

That evening I dreamt of the early sun brushing the track 
as I ambled a mile through a pocket or two of early fog. My 
goal was modest; I looked good. I quit before a quarter mile 
the following morning, gasping, but remarkably wasn't 
discouraged; instead the thought, both common and noble, that 
legions have had before me and always will: a little more 
tomorrow. To that certain point in the chain link fence...the 
next day past the football stands... 

Around late September when I was doing three miles, I heard 
about a Thanksgiving race of three and a half miles at Delaware 
Valley College and phoned the director, Bob Berthold, for 
information, asking if he thought I could possibly finish, and 
whether (the more pressing fear) I might get lost if I ended up 
trailing the pack by myself. This being the "spouting" phase of 
my running career, I spilled many more details, including my 
once weighing three hundred! He patiently encouraged me on all 
counts and told me I was adding ten years to my Life. 
Fiftyeight at the time, I told him I could use them. 


Immediately upon receiving the application, I studied the 
map of the course, determining to plot a similar one over grass 
and dirt and gravel and macadameven searching out a patch of 
gravel by a nearby water tower, and also a substitute for the 
"Almshouse Road" comprising most of the macadam at Delaware 
Valley College. My log book, before I even laid eye or running 
shoe upon the course, read faster on Almshouse Road. This nudge 
I summoned up while hitting the actual pavement at "The Turkey 
Trot," probably staving off last placeten or so "hackers" 
eventually following me into the chute. (I learned this 
termlater as a harsher label for the back of the pack gangthough 
I knew it from golf. Did I!) 

My goal, of course, had been only to finish, but, in 
Hamlet's phrase, I had been thinking too precisely on the event. 
For future races I decided to leave room for improvisation. 

Thus I have thought almost nothing beforehand about the 
seventeen races I've entered since, picking up local knowledge 
in the milling about before the start and from the 
nuggetsespecially wisecracksof the race director. 

I refined such natural laziness by ignoring, too, the rule 
to change nothing for race day. If something visits my mind, or 
somebody pipes some general advice, I'll more than likely act on 
ts 

At Wilmington, Delaware's Icicle 10miler someone roared, 
probably to himself, Dig into the hills! I tried but had the 
distinct feeling my thighs were shredding. Then I puzzled, ina 
Loosemoving Limbo with bare trees gliding sedately above, as to 
a strategy for the one approaching, until I heard a guy say to 
his girlfriend, Rock up the hills! Toe and heel! I took to that 
approach immediately, more rhythmic than combativeeven inventing 
a pin my ankle pivoted on, repeating, "The pin is smooth and 
bathed in oil." I still say this. 

Before The Polar Bear 10K in Reading, a few runners claimed 
they would start allout and keep it up as far as 
possiblediscovering "character" in the process. Hmmm? Jettison 
the caution! I had never even come close. But, why not? 
Fortunately I passed an acquaintance from other races on the 
first level stretch. This is where we save ourselves, he smiled 
back to my breezy hello, the type of smile which immediately 
convinces you the person knows something. I fell in beside him. 
Classic tortoises, we eventually passed some hares, stiff 
gaited, walleyed. 

A scholar helped at the New Bedford Half Marathon in March. 
As I walked with her from the parking garage, she read 
extensively from the race booklet, of the fierce winds on the 
Naval Base, for example, and the steep downhill at the end. 


Nowhere, though, was mentioned anything like what finally 
propelled me to that wonderful descent. 

After about ten miles I began running with Jay from Boston 
and, to be truthful, we were very nearly walking a bit later on 
when Jay panted Jhere aren't many hackers in this race. At that 
point a more energetic being erupted from a barroom to 
demonstrate a rapid pace, mostlyand alarminglywith his upper 
body. This PortugueseAmerican displayed just the right mixture 
of merriment, exhortation, and sarcasm an ancestor might have 
employed to lure rubes onto whaling ships. Come on! he 
laughed. Come on! Impossibly, we picked up the pace, ourselves 
still laughing when we reached that fabled descent some moments 
later. 

Would have brought him along with us to the finish if he 
wanted. A hacker is free to do just about anything. 


